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Tennessee Succeeds 
Building on what is working in our state through  
the new federal law, the Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA) 

Opportunity Three: Provide support, funding, intervention, and innovation for 
persistently low-performing schools. 
While many of our schools are continually improving, students in some of our schools have 
dramatically lower outcomes. We want to take a coordinated approach to turning around these 
schools by focusing on and investing in the people who are doing this hard work and the support 
networks around those educators. 

What we have started under our strategic plan, Tennessee Succeeds, 
and how we will build on this work through ESSA: 

• Identifying struggling schools
Based on clear input from stakeholders, Tennessee will continue to identify the lowest performing 5 
percent of schools as Priority Schools. Under ESSA, these schools are referred to as “comprehensive 
support” schools. Additionally, we will continue to identify Focus Schools based on the performance of 
historically underserved students, and those schools that have the lowest performance relative rank are 
designated as receiving “targeted support” in ESSA.   

• Empowering districts to intervene in the lowest-performing schools
The state is taking a new approach to interventions and the level of state action within Priority Schools. 
The department aims to create a culture of high expectations and belief in continuous improvement 
within a flexible framework of earned autonomy and choice for districts, so that districts will be charged 
and empowered to serve and improve Priority Schools. Districts will ensure every school has a strong 
leader, educators with the skill and will to teach in these schools, and appropriate services for students so 
that all children will be equipped with the knowledge and skills to embark on their chosen path. 

• Providing additional funding through formula and competitive grants
The state will provide both formula funding and competitive grants for districts to improve their lowest-
performing schools. All Priority Schools will receive a planning grant in the first year after identification in 
2017. Districts will apply on behalf of Priority Schools for development grants, which will be awarded 
competitively to support improvements through investment in strong leadership, effective instruction, 
and a supportive framework for learning. Districts may also have the opportunity to apply for Innovation 
Zone grants to support multiple Priority Schools. 

• Developing a school improvement continuum with three tracks for intervention
Tennessee has developed a school improvement continuum that clearly articulates requirements, 
expectations, and proof points for districts and schools. The proposed continuum creates three 
intervention tracks for Priority Schools that will be based on multiple factors and which will rely on 
improving students’ achievement and growth through district-led, evidence-based interventions. If a 
school is not improving based on the proof points, then that school will become eligible for state 
intervention, which is the Achievement School District.  
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• Creating the School Improvement Support Network
One element of Tennessee’s school improvement continuum is to add capacity through the School 
Improvement Support Network (SISN). The SISN will work directly with districts and Priority Schools on 
assessing their needs by focusing on root cause analysis, conducting a readiness review, developing a 
plan for improvement, and supporting and monitoring progress. The SISN will provide support within 
four focus areas: school plan development, strong leadership, effective instruction, and supportive 
frameworks for learning.   

What does this mean for district and school administrators and teachers? 
• Districts will have the first opportunity to improve Priority Schools and establish a comprehensive

plan with additional funding for impactful intervention.
• Districts will receive additional support and funding for their lowest performing schools. These

funds can be used to implement evidence-based interventions like recruiting and retaining great
teachers and leaders, providing professional development to teachers, or investing in services for
students.

• Districts serving Priority Schools will be trained on using the needs assessment and root cause
analysis to identify the biggest challenges and determine the best interventions to spur
improvement.

• Schools that are the lowest performing will have access to more state-level support through the
School Improvement Support Network.

• Educators and school and district administrators will understand how a school is identified as a
Priority or Focus School and the state’s expectations for improving these schools.

• Educators and school and district administrators will better understand when and how a school
becomes eligible for and exits the Achievement School District.

What does this mean for students and families? 
• Students attending the lowest performing schools will have additional resources and services

available that can support their academic growth and improve their whole school environment.
• Students, families, and community members will know why schools are identified as Priority or

Focus Schools and what level of support the state can provide.
• Students, families, and community members will have a clear understanding of when and how a

school can become eligible for the Achievement School District and how it can exit.
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